THOMAS REID’'S THEORY OF PERCEPTION

A Paper
Presented to
Dr. Mike LeBuffe
Professor of Philosophy
Texas A&M University

In Partial Fulfillment
Of the Requirements for the Course
Modern Philosophy
Fall 2007

By
Paul R. Shockley
303 Dukes Bend
Stafford, Texas
77477
prshockley@juno.com



THOMAS REID’'S THEORY OF PERCEPTION

l. Introduction :
Thomas Reid (1710-96) was a contemporary, critid,an admirer of David
Hume (1711-1776).Sometimes described as “the Scottish Kant,” Rejiects the theory

of representation that finds its origin in Descarteveloped by John Locke, and

! Interestingly, in 1763 there was letter correspgome between David Hume and Thomas Reid. In
response to Hume’s comments, Reid makes the fallpwsiatements:

...your opinion of my performance: and you have bgleased to communicate it directly in so
polite and friendly a manner, as merits great askedgements on my part. Your keeping a
watchful eye over my style, with a view to be oéus me, is an instance of candour and
generosity to an antagonist, which would affectuaey sensibly, although | had no personal
concern in it, and | always shall be proud to slsovamiable an example. Your judgment of the
style, indeed, gives me great consolation, as Iweag diffident of myself in regard to English
and have been indebted to Drs. Campbell and Gé&yardany corrections of that kind.

In attempting to throw some new light upon thabstruse subjects, | wish to preserve the due
mean betwixt confidence and despair. But whetl@vie any success in this attempt or not, |
shall always avow myself your disciple in metaphgsil have learned more from your writings in
this kind, than from all others put together. Ysystem appears to me not only coherent in all its
parts, but likewise justly deduced from principt@nmonly received from philosophers;
principles which | never thought of calling in gties, until the conclusions you draw from them
in the Treatise of the Human Nature made me suspest. If these principles are solid, your
system must stand; and whether they are or nothedietter judged after you have brought to
light the whole system that grows out of them, tindaen the greater part of it was wrapped up in
clouds and darkness. | agree wit you, thereftuag, if this system shall ever be demolished, you
have a just claim to a great share of the praisth, because you have made it a distinct and
determined work to be aimed at, and have furnighegderly artillery for the purpose [William
Hamilton, The Works of Thomas ReRivols (Edinburgh: Elibron Classics, 2005), 1:91



reformulated by David Hume.The theory of representation or ideas basicadies we
can only perceive our own ideas (whether causalyhef perception or representative
theory of perception). The objects in the external world stimulate setfeta but we are
never directly aware of the external or public clgghemselves [see chart on
representational theory of perceptiappendix 1; the objects are distinct from ideas
with the ideas of them arising in our minds. Timplication of this view is skepticism
for the sensory elements are viewed as standivgeleetus and the external world as a
“veil of perceptiori* Reid also rejected George Berkeley's idealisnabse his
philosophical project rejects the existence ofad weorld by believing that physical
objects are simply abtndle of ideds[see chart on idealisngppendix 4. In response
to both the theory of perception as advanced bké@nd Hume and Berkeley's
idealism, Reid develops an alternative epistemolgya philosophy of mind whereby
he argues that the mental faculties are essentiafigble of giving us immediate contact

with reality (mind-independent reality as opposediind-dependent reality).

2 John Haldane, “Thomas Reid: Life and Work’American Catholic Philosophical Quarteriyol.

LXXIV no. 3 (Summer 2000), 317; Daniel Kolak andr@dt Thompson, The Longman Standard History
of Modern Philosophy (New York: Pearson/Longmai0&), 100. In his article, “The Scottish Kant? A
Reassessment of Reid’s Epistemology,” T. J. Suttortludes that there are some notable similarities
between Kant and Reid (e.g., both are reactinfgepticism by reading Hume; Kant’s idealism finds
parallel in Reid; both are foundationalists; bdtlre the same anti-skeptical stratedy)d Philosophy of
Thomas Reided. by Melvin Dalgarno and Eric Matthews, Phildsicpl Studies Series 42 (Boston: Kluwer
Academic Publishers, 1989), 159-92. In his w@R, Reid Peimin Ni claims the ethical similarities
between Kant and Reid are abundant [(Belmont, G&adsworth, 2002), 71-2].

% Antony Flew,A Dictionary of Philosophyrev. 2%ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1979, 19844 .26
*Ibid., 367.

® Reid,Essays on the Powers of the Human Mit@#. Interestingly, Reid offers an interestingwpoint
of Berkeley. He writes:

The bishop shows a timidity of engaging such areaeshry, as a primary and universal opinion of
all men. He is rather fond to court its patronaBet the philosopher intrepidly gives a defiance
to this antagonist [Hume], and seems to glory doflict that was worthy of his arnOptat

aprum aut fulvum descendere monte leond\fter all, | suspect that a philosopher, whayes



The focus of this paper is twofold: conceptualized® theory of perception
(which he hoped would satisfactorily offer an ategive to the empirical theory of
perception) and explore three ways he is abledtifyuhis theory. A conclusion will
follow.

Il. Reid’s Theory of Perception:

In this portion we will begin by framing the preselebate regarding Reid’s
notion of realism. Then we will specifically examiReid’s theory of perception,
including his view of original and acquired perageps, primary and secondary qualities,
and natural and artificial signs. Then before wa to the third section of the paper
whereby we will consider three possible ways Reidlle to justify his theory of
perception, we will determine what it means for hartwarrant belief’

Nicholas Wolterstorff acutely observes that modReid’'s thought revolves
around the following two questions:

What accounts for the fact that we get entitiesiind such a manner as to be able

to form beliefs and other modes of thought aboetthand to speak about them?

In particular, what accounts for the fact that ve¢ mpnmental entities in mind in

such a manner, and experienced events from the gastl secondly, what

accounts for the fact that often we do not merakggain thoughts about the
entities we have in mind but form beliefs abountf#®
Nevertheless, Thomas Reid’s answers to these quedbster interpretative debate.

While Reid is traditionally understood to be a direealist, scholars differ on whigfpe

of a direct realist he was.

war with this adversary, will find himself in tharme condition as a mathematician who should
undertake to demonstrate, that there is no truthéraxioms of mathematics [Idem].

® Nicholas WolterstoffThomas Reid and the Story of Epistemol@@gmbridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001), 4.



Realist debate Direct realism is essentially the theory thagrgeiving is
epistemically direct, unmediated by conscious @omscious inferenc€.”Rebecca
Copenhaver, Antony Flew, and Peimin Ni argue clRiend is committed to epistemic
directness whereby if one perceives object X, thercontent of that perceptual
awareness is object X. There is no need for amnmdiate object in order to perceive or
think about somethinf).On the other hand, Nicholas Wolterstorff contetidg Reid did
not hold a direct realist theory if one definesract realist theory as above. Rather,
Wolterstorff contends that Reid was a mediatedctimrealist. He attempts to demonstrate
this argument by showing that Reid did not beliexe is acquainted with objects in
perception, for if he did, then he would have bsge with an insurmountable problem:
a conflict between an awareness of objects in péareand his theory that sensations
are signs (which indicate and inform us of object§ensations are signs, then his

theory would have been doubly presentdble.

" The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophsd. by Robert Audi," edition (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995, 1999), 237.

8 Rebecca Copenhaver, “Thomas Reid’s Direct RedlisnReid Studies: An International Review of
Scottish Philosophyol. 4 (Autumn 2000): 17-34; Piemin NDn Reid Wadsworth Philosopher Series
(Belmont, CA.: Wadsworth, 2002, 17-27; Antony FléwDictionary of Philosophyrevised # edition
(New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 1979), 301.

° In “Thomas Reid’s Account of the Objectivated Giwer of Perception,” Wolterstorff offers some
interesting textual evidence for his view. Consithe following from Reid’€€ssays on the Intellectual
Powers

The external senses have a double province; to nakeel, and to make us perceive. They
furnish us with a variety of sensations, some @leg®thers painful, and others indifferent; at the
same time they give us a conception, and an irbli@dielief of the existence of external objects.
This conception of external objects is the workafure. The belief of their existence, which our
senses give, is [also] the work of nature; so lisevis the sensation that accompanies it. This
conception and belief which nature produces by medthe senses, we call perception. The
feeling which goes along with the perception, wé sensation The Works of Thomas Reid
1:318].

Wolterstorff offers another interesting passag&bid:



Nevertheless, Copenhaver also textually and systeaig argues that Reid was
a direct realist. She claims Reid viewed sensatamsigns of relations which they bear
to another in the perceptual process; they do aw¢ intrinsic charactéf. “Thus, the
representational content of perceptual experienseple, afforded only by perception
and not by sensatiort””

Though there are technical and perhaps triviatdiifices of opinion whether he
was a direct or mediated direct realist, Reid'slgtof Hume’s writings convinced him to
offer an alternative to the view that the immedaidgect of thought is always some

impression or ide¥ Instead he offers a type of direct realism, atblef both cognitive

...kind of sign may be said to be the medium by whipkrceive or understand the thing
signified. The sign by custom, or compact, or ppehby nature, introduces the thought of the
thing signified [Ibid., 1:278].

From these passages and others Wolterstorff coesiud

The conclusion has to be that when Reid saysithpgrception, the external entity is the
immediate object of the act of perceiving, he issaying that in the totality of what goes on in
perception, there’s no mediation of any sort betwagiect and perception thereof; the sensation
is a medium of sorts. What he is saying is th&®©nonception of the external object, through
suggested by the sensation, is not itself a meatizdacept.... Reid was not of the view that in
perception we enjoy Russellian acquaintance withreal objects....Reid, was not, in that way, a
direct realist-though he was a direct realist i ¢knse that he did not think our apprehension of
external objects in perception occurs by way oluaatfance with some mental particular which
‘represents’ the object [“Thomas Reid’s Accountlad Objectivated Character of Perception,” 11-
2].

10 Copenhaver, ‘Thomas Reid’s Direct Realism,” 18.
" 1dem.
12| the dedication of hi&n Inquiry into the Human Mind on the PrinciplesGdmmon SendReid states:

| acknowledge, my Lord, that | never thought ofliaglin question the principles commonly
received with regard to the human understandinti, thhe ‘Treatise of Human Nature’ was
published in the year 1739. The ingenious authdhalf treatise upon the principles of Locke -
who was no sceptic - hath built a system of scepticwhich leaves no ground to believe any one
thing rather than its contrary. His reasoning app@é#o me to be just; there was, therefore, a
necessity to call in question the principles updmcl it was founded, or to admit the conclusion.
But can any ingenious mind admit this skeptigatam without reluctance? | truly not, my
Lord; for | am persuaded, that absolute skeptidggsnot more destructive of the faith of the
Christian than of the science of a philosopher, @fritie prudence of a man of common
understanding. | am persuaded, that the unjustdivfaith as well as the just; that if all belief



psychology and epistemology, that presupposes aconisense, immediate knowledge
of the external world of material objects that flemm the belief in an internal cognitive
view of the mind where properly basic operationthef mind arise from innate first
principles. These innate principles of our humanstitution are able to conceive the
existence of external objects and their qualitiesjustification is needed because they
are self-evident in themselves without the resGihe reason why is because our
cognitive faculty is a gift of providential natuisth. Reid states that it would be “an
unfavourable account of the workmanship of the 8onar Being, to think that he has
given us one faculty to deceive us-to wit, our ssnand another faculty-to wit, our
reason, to detect the fallac}’”

Perception Thomas Reid’s notion of perception of an exteofgect of sense
involves three characteristics: (1) Awareness efdhject being perceived; (2) Belief in
the existence of the object perceived. The mowgools is the perception, the more
irresistible is the conviction; (3) the immediatzaptance of the object perceived. In
other words, we do not have to debate, argue, egbthe object of being perceived.
Thus, the immediate authority of perception isizeal* We will now explore these
three features of his theory of perception.

Perception, an act of the mind, involmesonly involves the characteristics of

awareness, belief, and acceptance of the objectiped, but also an awareness that

could be laid aside, piety, patriotism, friendshiprental affection, and private virtue, would
appear as ridiculous as knight-errantry; and thatursuits of pleasure, of ambition, and of
avarice, must be grounded upon belief, as wehasd that are honorable or virtuotis ¢ Works
of Thomas Reijdl:95].

13 The Works of Thomas Reitt334.

14 Ni, On Reid 21.



causeaus to have cognitive sensations. A sensatiorRéd, is simply the mental
consequence of the influence of the object beimggdeed. Reid states, “...in sensation,
there is no object distinct from the act of the dnloy which it is felt; and this holds true
with regard to all sensation$>” In fact, Reid later asserts:

Sensation, taken by itself, implies neither thecaption nor belief of any external
object. It supposes a sentient being, and a oertanner in which that being is
affected, but is supposes no more. Perceptionasph immediate conviction and
belief of something external; something differeattbfrom the mind that perceives,
and from the act of perception. Things so diffeérartheir nature ought to be
distinguished; but by our constitution that areae/united. Every different
perception is conjoined with a sensation propet. tdhe one is the sign, the other
the thing signified. They coalesce in our imagimat They are signified by one
name, and are considered as one simple operalitoa purposes of life do not
required them to be distinguish&d.

Seeing
Hearing
| Touching
Smelling

I 1 l Ay | .
S\ 77 Tasting

T y 4
Y > d

In fact, Reid argues that philosophers have nofjaately properly distinguished
sensations from perceptioffs Moreover, the sensations of the mind are botiveeind

passive unlike the idealists who only affirm thenthto be passivé.

!> Thomas ReidEssays on the Powers of the Human MiGtasgow: London, 1827), 118.
' Ibid., 121.

" Thomas ReidAn Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles@mmon Sensed. Derek Brookes
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), 72.



Reid does not believe that perception directlyndirectly presents ideas. Rather,
directly associated with an organ of sense (eeging, hearing, touching, smelling,
tasting), to conceive an object is to be awardaf dbbject as the bearer of both a
particular propertyand a particularelational property Rather than concentrating on
sensations, we tend to focus on material objealstaair qualities themselves-for
perception displays material objetts.

For example, I'm presently observing a tea infugeated in my large glass mug
at the far end of my desk. The tea infuser possesparticular property of heat because
it is hot to the touch. The tea infuser also passesa relational property for it is located
at the far right corner of my desk. If I look awlagm the glass mug the object continues
to exist.

Unlike perceptions, Reid believes sensations ar@mme to error. He writes:

The appearance of things to the eyes always camésyto the fixed laws of

Nature; therefore if we speak properly, there igatlacy in the senses. Nature

always speakth the same language, and useth tleessgns in the same

circumstances; but we sometimes mistake the meanitinge signs, either through
the ignorance of the laws of Nature, or througlorgnce of the circumstances

which attend the sigrfS.

He later states in his discussion of the fallacthefsenses:

18 Reid writes:

... Yet, | think they [Peripatetics] come nearerhe truth, in holding the mind to be in sensation
partially passive and partly active, than the madgin affirming it to be purely passive.
Sensation, imagination, memory, and judgment, hlay¢he vulgar [ordinary people] in all ages,
been considered as acts of the mind. The mannehich they are expressed in all languages
shews this. When the mind is much employed in theensay it is very active; whereas, if they
were impressions only, as the ideal philosophy ddedd us to conceive, we ought, in such a
case, rather to say, that the mind is very pasfivel suppose, no man would attribute great
activity to the paper | write upon, because it neeg variety of character3le Works of Thomas
Reid 1: 114].

19 Copenhaver, “Thomas Reid’s Direct Realism,” 31.

2 The Works of Thomas Reiti194.
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It is impossible that there can be any fallacgensation: for we are conscious of
all our sensations, and they can neither be argr mhtheir nature, not greater or
less in their degree that we feel them. It is isgdole that a man should be in
pain, when he does not feel pain; and when he feeis it is impossible that his
pain should not be real, and in its degree whatfilt to be; and the same thing
may be forgot when it is past, but when it is pneési can be nothing but what we
feel.

If there, there be any fallacy in our senses,ustie in the perceptions of
external objects.?

Let's return to my original example. | stand upnfr my armchair in my study
and walk away from the glass mug of organic grean Poised at a certain location in
my study | perceive the metal tea infuser in myglaug to be bent. My perception that
the tea infuser appears to be bent is not wrong. ifB willfully judge the tea infuser to
be bent, then | make a mistake, if in fact, thein@aser is found not to be bent.
Nevertheless, | know that the tea infuser is not legen though it appears to be. The
reason why | determine that the tea infuser igoeot is because this is not @mginal
perception (first account) but acquiredperception; I've had past experiences and
knowledge regarding the illusionary effect of cdliital items partially emerged in
water??

In contrast, Reid uses the following example tacdbe an original perception:

Thus, when | grasp an ivory ball in my hand, | haweertain sensation of touch.
Although this sensation be in the mind and havsinmulitude to anything

21 bid., 1:335.

2 Interestingly Reid states that “there is no faflacthe original perception, but only in that whiis
acquired by custom” [Ibid.1:332]. Peimin Ni observes:

Some thought that Reid misused the word ‘percegtosensation in this passage, because
perceptions are no immune to error ... But in my @pinReid did not form out of this particular
case the universal conclusion that no original @egtion is liable to error. It is therefore not
sufficient for us to say Reid misused the word.wdeer, it is an interesting question indeed as to
whether or not such a universal conclusion can ééefon Reid 23].
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material, yet, by the laws of my constitution siiinmediately followed by the
conception and belief, that there is in my handua lsmooth body of a spherical
figure, and about an inch and a half in diameféhis belief is grounded neither
upon reasoning, nor upon experience; it is the idiate effect of my
constitution, and this | call original perceptith.

In acquired perception, the sign may be eitharsation, or something
originally perceived. The thing signified, is saimag which, by experience, has
been found connected with the sfgn.

To be sure, acquired perceptions are cultivatecklg of their natural state (i.e.,

“medical faculty”), accurate attention to the oltgeof sense by improving our

senses (like the artist who practices), instruménts, glasses), and discovery of

the connections which nature has established bateagsible objects and their

subtle qualitie$®

Lastly, Reid believes thatatural signsdo not depend upon habit or custom.
Rather, they are understood by the constitutioouofminds?® In fact, natural signs

involve three classes.

#1pid., 1: 332.
#dem. On acquired perception Reid continues Withexample of the ivory ball. He writes:

Thus, when the ivory ball is placed before my dymerceive by sight what | before perceived by
touch, that the ball is smooth, spherical, of sactiameter, and at such a distance from the eye;
and to this is added the perception of its colodi.these | perceive by sight, distinctly and with
certainty. Yet it is certain from principles ofif@sophy, that, if | had not been accustomed to
compare the informations of sight with those ofctou should not have perceived those things by
sight. | should have perceived a circular objkatjing its colour gradually more fait towards the
shaded side. But | should not have perceivedhtee three dimensions, to be spherical, to be of
such linear magnitude, and at such a distance theneye. That these last mentioned are not
original perceptions of sight, but acquired by eigrece, is sufficiently evident from the principles
of optics, and from the art of painters, in paigtobjects of three dimensions, upon a plane which
has only two. And it has been put beyond all dplptobservations recorded of several persons,
who having, by cataracts in their eyes, been degdrof sight from infancy, have been couched
and made to see, after they came to years of uadeiag.

Those who have had their eyesight from infancgu@e such perceptions so early that they
cannot recollect the time when they had them nuat,therefore make no distinction between them
and their original perceptions; nor can they easéypersuaded that there is any just foundation for
such a distinction [Idem].

**|pid., 333-4.
% |bid., 1:121. Reid states, “The difference betwiese two signs [artificial and natural] lies pin this-

that, in the first, the suggestion is the effechabit and customs; in the second, it is not tfiecebf habit,
but of the original constitution of our minds” [lag.



12

The first class of signs are connected with thedigignified are established by
nature and discovered only by experience. For pl@mechanics, astronomy, optics,
gardening, chemistry, medicine are establisheddbyra, discovered by
experience/observation, and consequences dedusadlem. This class may be
summarized asah interpretation of naturé?’

The second class is not only those natural ssgteblished by nature but are
discovered by a natural principMthoutreason or experience such as thoughts,
purposes, and desires common to all humans. Fongbe, “An infant may be put into
fright by an angry countenance, and soothed agasmntiles and blandishments [flattery].
A child that has a good musical ear, may be pstdep or to dance, may be made merry
or sorrowful, by the modulation of musical sountfs.”

Finally, the third class of natural signs are dio¢ctly observable but are
dependent within us such as the sensation we exuersuggest the existence of a mind
or sentient being to which they belong. It is attmal kind of magic, and at once gives
us a conception and create a belief oft.Thus, what distinguishes right from wrong
judgments is whether one hasdrrant’ to believe.

The term Warranted belief though perhaps coined and popularized by Alvin
Plantinga, was conceptually derived from ReidhiglEnquiry, Reid states:

| think, in most cases, we measure the degreegidémrce by the effect they have

upon a sound understanding, when comprehendedycésat without prejudice.

Every degree of evidence perceived by the mindjyores a proportioned degree
of assent or belief. The judgment may be in pédaspense between two

27 bid., 1:121-22.
2 bid., 1:122.

2 1dem.
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contradictory opinions, when there is no evidemeeefther, or equal evidence for
both. The least preponderancy on one side inctimegudgment in proportion.
Belief is mixed with doubt, more or less, until s@me to the highest degree of
evidence, when all doubt vanishes, and the bali&frh and immovable. This
degree of evidence, the highest the human facuérsttain, we call certainty.

In another passage Reid states:

The common occasions of life lead us to distingegldence into distinguish
evidence into different kinds, to which we give renthat are well understood;
such as the evidence of sense, the evidence of methe evidence of
consciousness, the evidence of axioms, the evideineasoning. All men of
common understanding agree, that each of thess kihelvidence may afford just
grounds of belief, and they agree very generalthecircumstances that
strengthen or weaken them.

Philosophers have endeavoured, by analyzing tiferelift sorts of evidence, to
find out some common nature wherein they all agaed,thereby to reduce them
all to one ....

| confess that, although | have, as I think, aimiestnotion of the different kinds of
evidence above mentioned, and perhaps of somesptheich it is unnecessary
here to enumerate, yet | am not able to find amyraon nature to which they
may all be reduced. They seem to me to agreeionhys, that they are all fitted
by nature to produce belief in the human mind; sofrttem in the highest
degree, which we call certainty, others in varidagrees according to
circumstanced!

Consider the following diagram:

Direct Awareness

—> !

Self-evident

Our foundational
beliefsrest upon direct
access to thereal world

& objective truth by

means of providential /

naturalism.

i PR
W i

30 The Works of Thomas Reitt 482. Plantinga’s criterion of warranted biellesummarized in the
following propositional statement: ‘A propositiéhis properly basic for a person S if and only i§ P
either self-evident to S or incorrigible to ‘S’ [iE Reformed Objection to Natural Theolog@hristian
Scholar's Revievt1 (1982): 187-98].

31 The Works of Thomas Reitt 328.
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1. We see a thing for what it is; we have the capacityecognize & categorize.
2. From many observations we develop a concept of taathing is;
3. We learn to associate a term with our awarenetizeabbject by use of senses,

memory, consciousness, reasoning-all fitted togedifignature to produce
belief in the mind (original and acquired percep}jo
4. The object is indeed that kind of thing. We lookconfirm what we had
already seen.
Thus, in summary of this section, Reid’s notiorpefception involves a three-
fold direct awareness: (1) simple seeing; (2)repas; (3) seeing thét.

For example, | have a direct awareness of theeabtveet sign. This may be
described as knowledge of acquaintance; I'm awhtki®object. Simple-seeiny
comes before the formulation of a concept; it mirsg the object as it is. Thus, I'm not
only consciously aware of what I've perceived bhave an irresistible conviction and
belief in the existence of the object perceivedaose the object is clear and distinct in
contrast to being indistinct. In fact, the conmntof this perception of this street sign is
immediate; I'm not debating, speculating, or arguagainst the perception of this object.
Stated differently, the more distinct the objedvédore me, the moieresistible | find
this perception of the object to be, hence, dis@creness. Reid states, “Perception
commands our belief upon its own authority, andlaiss to rest its authority upon any

reasoning whatsoever> “Seeing asis the formulation of a mental judgment. For

32 'm borrowing from memory these three categor@mple-seeing, seeing as, and seeing that) from a
lecture on direct realism | heard J. P. Morelanet ¢his past summer at the International Institite
Christian Studies in Kansas City, Missouri (2007).

33 The Works of Thomas Reiti2509.
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example, seeing “yellow” on the sign formulateaaept of yellow. Thus, I learn to
associate the yellow with the word “sign” and deyeh concept of what a yellow street
sign is from many observations. Theseging thdtis believing | have warrant or
reasons for my belief. For example, | am ablei¢& put this street sign from among

other street signs (e.g., one way road; stop &),

[ll. Three-Fold Justification for Reid’s Theory of Perception

Following our introduction we began by examiningattype of a direct realist
Reid is. We then examined his theory of percepbyionsidering Reid’s characteristics
of perception, his view of original and acquiredqgaptions, primary and secondary
gualities, and natural and artificial signs. Wsoakxplored what it means for Reid to
“warrant belief.” We concluded that Reid’s notiohperception involves a three-fold
direct awareness: (1) simple seeing; (2) seein{Baseeing that. Now we are going to
see how Reid is able to justify his theory of ppetmn. In essence, Reid is able to appeal
to three sources: natural providentialism, firshgiples of the mind, and the
trustworthiness of faculties. We will proceed @mine these three sources of
justification. A summary conclusion will follow.

Natural ProvidentialismFirst, Reid is able to appeal to natural providgism
for his direct theory of perception. Reid statest bur natural faculties are trustworthy
and not fallacious because they are a gift from.Gdd writes, “Our intellectual Powers
are wisely fitted by the Author of Nature for thisabvery of truth, as far as suits our
present state.” Later, he asserts, “The genuictatei of our natural faculties is the voice

of God, no less than what he reveals from heavahi@say that it is fallacious is to
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impute a lie to the God of trutff* Even in his formal definition of common senseidRe
states that common sense is an “inward light oss@iven by heaven to different
persons in different degrees... it is common to ahmvith whom we can transact
business, or call to account for their conduet.fh fact, common sense is universal,
given to all men, because it is the “gift of hedavetAnd where Heaven has not given it,
no education can supply the warit.”

Notwithstanding, Keith Lehrer and Bradley contehattReid does not depend
upon theistic assumptions. Rather his justificatiepends upon the results of the first
principles of the human mind. This argument isedeped twofold. First, Lehrer
substantiates his argument by appealing to textwidence that states that our common
sense beliefs are more easily felt than descridedl second, the first principles of the
mind assure us of the truth of beliefs, thus primgjdhe basis and justification for them.

Considering the first proposal, Lehrer and Warnier this unique passage from
Reid:

We give the name of evidence to whatever is grafrizelief. To believe without

evidence is weakness which every man is concemaddid, and which every

man wishes to avoid. Nor is it in man’s power éhidve anything longer than he
thinks he has evidence.

What this evidence is, is more easily felt thancdbsd. Those who never

reflected upon its nature, feel its influence ivgming their belief. Itis the
business of the logician to explain its nature, @ndistinguish its various kinds

* bid., 2:617.
* bid., 1:422.
% |bid., 1:425. The context of this quote is wantting:

These two degrees of reason [self-evident and jegjndiffer in other respects, which would be
sufficient to entitle them to distinct names.

The first is purely the gift of Heaven. And whéteaven has not given it, no education can
supply the want. The second is learned by praetickerules, when the first is not wanting. A
man who has common sense may be taught to re@drif he has not that gift, no teaching will
make him able either to judge of first principles@reason from them [lbid., 1:425].
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and degrees; but every man of understanding cayejatlit, and commonly

judge’s right, when the evidence is fairly laid dw&f him, and his mind is free

from prejudice. A man who knows nothing of thedtyeof vision may have a

good eye; and a man who never speculated abowgreedn the abstract may

have a good judgmeni.

On the other hand, Philip De Bary argues that Ligpleeces undue emphasis on
Reid’s seventh first principle of contingent truth€€ssays on the Intellectual Powers of
Man: “7. Another first principle is- That the natufatculties, by which we distinguish
truth from error, are not fallacious® Lehrer believes that this principle governs éfie
faculties®® Thus this principle has been termele first first principlé or
“metaprinciple’” However, Dr. De Bary agrees that this readmmcongruent with
other evidences Reid offet3.If Lehrer is correct in his reading of Reid, thee simply
have a case of “bad Reid.”

| contend Lehrer and Warner’'s argument’s argunekd explanatory power in
view of the number of passages where He mentiomsaSdhe Creator of our faculties.
In fact, “When we say @nything that it is the work of Nature, this is sayingtthas the

4l

work of God, and can have no other meaning [miae#] Or, “The wise and the

3" The Works of Thomas Reiti328 cf. Keith Lehrer and Bradley Warner, “ReBhd and Epistemology”
in American Catholic Philosophical Quarterlyol. LXXIV No. 3 (Summer 2000): 356-72.

3 |bid., 1:447; Philip De Bary, “Thomas Reid’s Metaeiple,” in American Catholic Philosophical
Quarterly, Vol. LXXIV No. 3 (Summer 2000): 373-83.

% Reid defines a faculty as follows:
| apprehend that the word faculty is most propagplied to those powers of the mind which are
original and natural, and which make a part ofdbestitution of the mind [emphasis original]
[The Works of Thomas Reilti221].

“0De Bary, “Thomas Reid’s Metaprinciple,” 382.

“11bid., 2:615.
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humble will receive it as a gift of Heaven, and eaebur to make the best use of'ft.”
Therefore, | suggest that is textually reasonablgaim that Reid believes that both first
principles of the mind and theistic origins botfeofustification for Reid’s theory of
perception. Consider the following:
We have, by our constitution, a natural convictorpelief, that we act freely-a
conviction so early, so universal, and so necessamost of our rational
operationsthat it must be the result of our constitution, dhd work of Hinthat
made us....If any one of our natural faculties ba&abus, there can be no reason
to trust to any of them; fdde that made one made &thine italicsf?
Self-evident First PrinciplesAnother justification Reid is able to use totjiys
his theory of perception over and against Humeseith of ideas is his emphasis on first
principles. Reid argues that everyone possesffesvégent, universal principles (though
some may not recognize them as such), which akdutbl/ necessary for reasoning. In
fact, to deny them is to go beyond the scope afaeaAs such, these first principles are
self-evident, need no other justification; theyradave explanatory pow&These first
principles are given to us by G8Y.Reid writes:
Before we are capable of reasoning about testinsomythority, there are many
things which it concerns us to know, for which vea dave no other evidence.
The wise Author of nature hath planted in the hummamd a propensity to rely
upon this evidence before we can a reason for dsmngrhis indeed, puts our
judgment almost entirely in the power of those wah@ about us in the first period
of life; but this is necessary both to our preseoveand to our improvement. If

children were so framed as to pay no regard tariesty or authority, they must,
in the literal sense, perish for lack of knowleddgeis not more necessary that

“2 Ibid., 1:330.
3 |bid., 2:617.
4 bid., Intellectual Powers230.

45 The Works of Thomas Reitt450.
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they should be fed before they can feed themseilas,that they should be
instructed in many things before they can discorem by their own judgmefit.

He then states that as these faculties ripen welolethe ability judge. Then as
we age we find our ability to judge to diminish andre and more reliance upon first
principles?’

These first principles of the mind include both wogent and necessary truths.
Contingent truths can be contrary whereas necessaing cannot®

The first set are contingent truths: (1) The behat | really performs all the
operations of the mind of which | am conscious [2)e thoughts of which | am
conscious are indeed my thoughts; (3) What | diifremember did occur; (4) My own
identity and continued existence is testified bymoey; (5) What | do perceive by the
senses actually does exist; (6) | have some dejne@wver over my actions and the
determination of my will; (7) Our natural faculiieby which | am able to distinguish

truth from error, is not fallaciou:(8) There is life and intelligence in fellow peepl

46 |dem.
47 \bid., 1:450-1.
“8 Ni, On Reid 33.

9 This is the first principle Mike Lehrer considéasbe “the first first principle.” In this sectidReid makes
some comments regarding Descartes and scepticigengral. These comments are important because
they reveal the style of argumentation he chieflgsuin his rejection of the theory of ideasductio
strategy. Nevertheless, | believe if Reid wereeatd day he would not only have to deal with the
skepticism that follows the theory of perception be would have to contend with the skepticism that
follows perspectivalism, conventionalism, differialism, solipsism, and semantic progressivism. Reid
writes:

If a sceptic should build his skepticism upon foigndation, that all our reasoning and judging
powers are fallacious in their nature, or shoultbhee at least to withhold assent until it is prdbve
that they are not, it would be impossible by argninte beat him out of this stronghold; and he
must even be left to enjoy his skepticism.

Des Cartes certainly made a false step in thisemdtr having suggested this doubt among
others-that whatever evidence he might have fronscousness, his senses, his memory, or his
reason, yet possibly some malignant being had dimrnthose faculties on purpose to impose
upon him; and therefore, that they are not to bstéd without a proper voucher. To remove this



20

Interestingly, Reid writes, “I believe the bestgea we can give, to prove that other men
are living and intelligent, is that their words aaxtions like powers of understanding as
we are conscious of in ourselve$.(9) Certain mannerisms such as non-verbal body
language, countenance, and the sound of the \Jiotieate certain thoughts and
dispositions of the mindf. (10) There is a certain regard due to human testynin

matters of fact, end even to human authority intenatof opinion. Reid states that we
put our judgment almost entirely in the power dfests at the beginning stages of life for
both preservation and improveméh{l11) There are many events depending upon the
will of man, in which there is self-evident probllyi greater or less, according to
circumstances. Interestingly, Reid emphasizesdnemunitarian, political aspects of

society whereby political reasoning is grounded;plaee confidence in certain people to

doubt, he endeavours to prove the being of a Ddity is no deceiver; when he concludes, that
the faculties he had given him are true and wotthye trusted.

It is strange that so acute a reasoner did noeparthat in this reasoning there is evidently a
begging of the question.

For if our faculties be fallacious, why may theyt deceive us in this reasoning as well as in
others? And, if they are not to be trusted in ths$ance without a voucher, why not in others?
[The Works of Thomas Reiti447].

Later in this same section he states:

We are born under a necessity of trusting to ocasaaing and judging powers; and a real belief of
their being fallacious cannot be maintained for emysiderable time by the greatest sceptic,
because it is doing violence to our constitutidinis like a man’s walking upon his hands, a feat
which some men upon occasion can exhibit; but no ever made a long journey in this manner.
Cease to admire his dexterity, and he will, likkestmen, betake himself to his legs [Ibid., 1:448].

0 \bid., 1:449.
51 He writes:

It seems to me incredible, that the notions of im@ve of the expression of features, voice, and
gesture, are entirely the fruit of experience. l@kn, almost as soon as born, may be frighted, and
thrown into fits by a threatening or angry tonevoice.... It is not necessary that a man have
studied either music or the passions, in ordeidddeling these effects. The most ignorant and
unimproved, to whom nature has given a good eal tfiem as strongly as the most knowing

[Ibid., 1448-9].

52 1dem.
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govern us. Lastly, he states that “in the phen@w#mature, what is to be, will probably
like to what has been in similar circumstanc€sConfirmed by reasoning, we have the
conviction that the future will be like the pasthase nature is governed by fixed laws
(e.g., regular laws of the universe). He differfswiHume for he believes but does not
substantiate the point that this universal beiefot grounded upon antecedent reasoning
but upon the constitution of the mind itself; itaigirst principle.

Regarding necessary first principles of truth Rmdtends that there has been no
philosophical dispute. So, he divides them inféedent classes: sciences, mathematics,
aesthetics (taste), morals, and metaphysics. Begescience he lists (1) the structure of
language is perceived without reasoning; (2) [dgaggoms such as the law of non-
contradiction’® (3) mathematical axioms; (4) matters of tastettaiss)>° (5) first
principle of morals whereby he states (negativeiverof the “Golden Rule”):

An unjust action has more demerit than an ungersevae: That a generous

action has more merit than a merely just one; fbahan ought to be blamed for

what it was not in his power to hinder: That w@lounot to do to others what we
would think unjust or unfair to be done to us kelcircumstance®.

> bid., 1:451.
5 Reid states:

There ardogical axioms: such as, That any contexture of word€lwhbes not make a
proposition, is neither true nor false; That evaryposition is either true or false; That no
proposition can be both true and false at the games That reasoning in a circle proves nothing;
That whatever may be truly affirmed of a genus, mayruly affirmed of a genus, and all the
individuals belonging to that genus [lbid., 1:452].

% He claims:

I never heard of any man who thought it a beauty luman face to want a nose, or eye, or have
the mouth on one side. How many ages have pass=ithe days of Homer! Yet, in this long
tract of ages, there never was found a man who Theksites for a beauty.... In those operations
of taste which are rational, we judge of the reaitivand excellence of the object, and our love or
admiration is guided by that judgment. In suchrapens there is judgment as well as feeling,
and the feeling depends upon the judgment we fdrtineoobject [Ibid., 1:453].

%% |bid., 1:453-4.
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Having listed Reid’s contingent and necessary elfient principles it is
apparent to me that his list distinction is perhayastionable (e.g., aesthetics being
placed as a necessary axiom). Nevertheless, Reglification for direct realism
involves the presupposition that these beliefdiestprinciples which need no further
justification. He writes, “They seem to me to agoaly in this; that they are all fitted by
Nature to produce belief in the human mind, somiedn in the highest degree, which
we call certainty, others in various degrees adngrtb circumstances.”

Borrowing Lehrer and Warner’s earlier notion wétjfication, Reid uses the first
principles of the mind to assure us of the truthelfefs, thus providing the basis and
justification for a direct theory of perceptionvdn with that said, outside of those who
embrace direct realism, the self-evident justifmabf first principles of the mind may
not be sufficient, especially for the iterative gtie®

Reliability of Cognitive FacultiesThe third element of justification Reid uses to
support his theory of perception is the trustwartiss of our cognitive faculties. Since
this argumentation is seen throughout these aitstilo this paper not much discussion is
needed. We will examine his claims as it directates to his theory of perception and

consider how he might answer some objections.

* Ibid., 1:328.
%8 Reid offers a strong response to the philosoplsiaptic who questions first principles:

Indeed, with regard to first principles, there & neason why the opinion of a philosopher should
have more authority than that of another man ofrmomsense, who has been accustomed to
judge in such cases. The illiterate vulgar [ordin@erson] are competent judges; and the
philosopher has no prerogative in matters of tiislkout he is more liable than they to be misled
by a favourite system, especially if it his own [iRé&Essays on the Powers of the Human Mind
320].
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Having appealed to providential naturalism, cogeifiaculties give rise to
knowledge all by itself that are self-evident Reichs to the methodology that is perhaps
the cornerstone of his criticism against Hume’'othef ideas and the validation of his
immediate theory of perception. In essence, Rexdses his skeptical opponents like
Locke and Hume of an inconsistency in their logcduse in their arguments for a
theory of ideas at some level they trust the fagsif He writes:

Thus, the faculties of consciousness, of memorgxtérnal sense, and of reason,

are all equally the gifts of Nature. No good reasan be assigned for receiving

the testimony of one of them, which is not of eqoate with regard to the others.

The greatest skeptic admits the testimony of constiess, and allow that what it

testifies is to be held as a first principle. Hétefore they reject the immediate

testimony of sense or of memory, they are guiltaminconsistenc$’

Not only is it logically inconsistent to claim thahe cannot trust one’s senses on
the basis of senses, Reid argues that it is pesitfene cannot trust one’s faculties-for it
leads to a problem of infinite regress. Reid asgih@t one can never be confident of
your premises, conclusion, or outlook since onegnoaiknow things directly; he thinks
this is a terrible position to be found. On thieesthand, if the starting point is that one’s
faculties are trustworthy, which he believes istedan who we are as humans (common-
sensical, a gift from God, and universal), thenitttividual can know some things
immediately and directly without even having aeni& how he or she knows them. If
the skeptic objects to Reid by argumentation, Rballenges the person because he or

she inadvertently relied on the trustworthineskisfor her faculties. He then uses their

claims of skepticism upon their own claims (infexregress problem).

%9 John Greco, “Reid’s Reply to the Skeptic’Tihe Cambridge Companion to Thomas Reitl by
Terence Cuneo and Rene Van Woudenberg (Cambridgmbridge University Press, 2004), 134-55.
Greco offers a comprehensive study of Reid’s réplskeptics.

% The Works of Thomas Reld463.
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To be sure, his argumentation may still not satisbse who argue that since we
have been mistaken in the past, we can be mistakkée present and in the future.
Moreover, they may argue that in inductive knowkedpere is no guarantee that the
truth of the premises secures a particular conmhysi may merely support it. So,
justification is weak, not strong. But Reid do@s argue that he cannot be mistaken in a
given judgment; he believes one can be falliblenia’s judgments (hence warrant
belief). Remember, he distinguishes sensatioms juolgments. Moreover, since Reid is
a moderate foundationalist, he does not need Gamteglubitability in order to have
accuracy. In fact, he believes he is able to afposition that avoids Cartesian
indubitability, affirms common sense, first prinigp of logic (he wrote a small book
affirming Aristotle’s logic), and direct awarenesgh the affirmation that humans make
fallible judgments. Reid’s response would be thate are fallible in our past
perceptions, then we obviously and evidently knewtain things.

In sum, Reid believes the skeptic like Hume facksgyeal contradiction and an
infinite regress problem by arguing for a theorydsas. Reid states:
ldeas seam to have something in their nature untfiyeto other existences. They were
first introduced into philosophy, in their humbleacacter of images or representative of
things and in this character they seemed not anbetinoffensive, but to serve admirably
well for explaining the operations of the human enstnding. But since men began to
reason clearly and distinctly about them, they Hawdegrees supplanted their
constituents, and undermined the existence of #vierybut themselve¥.

V. Conclusion:
Though it may be textually inconclusive whetherdReas a direct or mediated

direct realist, we are certain that Reid’s studidafne’s writings convinced him to offer

an alternative to the view that the immediate abpéc¢hought is always some impression

%1 bid., 1:109.
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or idea. Thus, in this second section we examiRed’s theory of perception by
considering the characteristics of perception aadhbtion of original and acquired
perceptions, primary and secondary qualities, atdral and artificial signs. We also
explored what it means for Reid to “warrant beliéfVe concluded that Reid’s notion of
perception involves a three-fold direct awarend43:simple seeing; (2) seeing as; (3)
seeing that.

Then in the third section we thought about howshahile to justify his theory of
perception by considering natural providentialiginst principles of the mind, and the
trustworthiness of faculties. | argued that taasonable to claim that Reid believes that
both first principles of the mind and theistic anigjboth offer justification for his theory
of perception. Regarding the latter, Reid useditheprinciples of the mind to assure his
readers of the truth of beliefs, thus providing basis and justification for direct theory
of perception. Lastly, Reid justifies his theofyperception by arguing that Hume faces
a logical contradiction and an infinite regressigpean by arguing for a theory of ideas;
Hume is unable to get off the ground for he isatae to trust his faculties. Reid, on the
other hand, constructs a moderate foundationatespogy with no obligation to offer
reasons for warranted beliefs (which is somethatkgn up later by Plantinga and
Wolterstorff with reformed epistemology).

We can probably sum up Reid’s theory of percepéioa perhaps most of his
philosophical project by the following statementrhade in one of his many frequent
discussions against Descartes, Locke, BerkeleyHamae:

We cannot give a reason why we believe even owgasiems to be real and not

fallacious; why we believe what are conscious dfywve trust any of our natural

faculties. We say, it must be so, it cannot bewtise. This expresses only a
strong belief, which is indeed the voice of natameg which therefore in can we
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attempt to resist. But if, in spite of nature, k@solve to go deeper, and not to
trust our faculties, without a reason to shew thay cannot be fallacious, | am
afraid, that, seeking to become wise, and to lgods, we shall become foolish,
and t()aeezing unsatisfied with the lot of humanity, stell throw off common
sense.

%2 bid., 1:455.
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Appendix 1:

REPRESENTATIONAL GAP: “The tﬁing in mind is a copy of
thing as it is in itself. Comparison

The Idea The Object itself

3 G

Sense —
Perception ey

The gap is A

what is

between us & . .
. Indubitability: When our
reality; we are e

trapped by our own ideas are absolutely
ideas, clear & distinct, free from
concepts, & all contradiction, then we
images. are certain we possess the
truth.
The idea of the apple is the representation in the mind. There is no way to fully determine the accuracy of the idea since the
apple is outside the mind and the id s in the mind. The apple is alw: “out there” and our repr tation is ‘in here.”
The two can never be directly brought together for there i yap between the interpreter’s mind and the external world.

Appendix 2:

George Berkeley’s (1685-1753) Idealism:

DIRECT PROJECTION:
The Idea € GOD HIMSELF

FROM GOD

Berkeley denies the existence of material substance

Minds (or spirits) & their ideas are all that exist While
minds are essentially active, ideas are passive &eirt.

Out ideas of sense perception are not caused by ragal
objects that lie behind a veil of perception, but atectly
by God; He is the direct cause of our ideas whichra
both immediate & indubitable.

What we call objects are simply ideas of sense
(projections from God), which exist only in the mird.

An object unperceived by a person can still existdrause
it is perceived by God.

A spirit or mind Berkeley’s argument is used to refute both atheigfand
skepticism.




28

Appendix 3:
SIGNIFICANT IDEAS BY THOMAS REID (1710-1796)

* Common sense is what we cannot help but believausecof the way we are
constructed.

*  Our construction assumes God as the Creator.

* Human nature is in conflict when common sense adsflvith beliefs.

» Dictates of common sense are associated with ghehio such a way that conflicts of
common sense do not occur.

 Common-sensical beliefs are justified by commorseen

» Alternatives to common sense reasoning are undethbiecause they are not common-
sensical.

» Alternatives to common sense are morally wrong wthely counter common-sense
reasoning.

* We infer the nature of external objects from thatdiees of directly perceived ideas.

* Lockean models of perception necessarily lead éptstism or Berkeleyan Idealism.

* The immediate perception of object X is a mentgact) an idea of object X.

» Perception involves both sensation and intuitialy self-evident known general
truths/axioms/principles which together yield knedde of external objects.

» These intuitive self-evident truths/axioms/gen@raiciples include moral principles.

» Since these self-evident truths/axioms/generatjpies are constitutive to humanity,
they are universal.

e Syntactical features of language are universalfey are constitutive to humanity.



